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Episode 90: Achievement Won’t  
Carry You Through Tough Times,  
But This Might with Julia Baird 

Mandy: Work can be a bomb, a distraction when things are tough in other parts of life. But taken too far, 
too long, work can become depleting, even addictive. So I’m not here to tell you, the super achiever or the 
highly efficient listener, that you’ve got to get more balance in your life, because if you are driven to work 
hard and to create and to achieve, it’s almost impossible to toggle off that desire to do. 

Nor do you want to! You will always test your limits, even if you’ve fallen over an edge. You can’t help 
yourself. And what if that was okay? Work can get us through really hard things, whether it’s heartbreak, or 
a diagnosis, or just a bleak time. But alongside the work, It’s also about remembering to replenish and to 
intentionally build what today’s guest calls a reservoir, a bank of light and awe and joy to draw on during 
hard times. 

I am in conversation with Julia Baird, an Australian journalist, broadcaster, and award winning author of 
multiple books, including Phosphorescence and her latest. Bright, shining, how grace changes everything. 
Both highly recommended. So Julia’s career and her bio are, by any measure, highly exceptional. She has 
worked and continues to work incredibly hard, fueled by what she says is a Calvinistic work ethic. 

And, she’s also really intentional about bringing practices for her own well being and cultivating what she 
calls the shrinking self. That’s not thinking less of herself, but it’s thinking of herself less. She has found that 
her enoughness doesn’t come from the awards and the accolades and the achievements, not exclusively 
anyway.  After a challenging cancer diagnosis, Julia is finding it in paying attention to life. She’s finding it 
in female friendships, in ocean swimming, in dancing, and saying enough to the things that drain her. In 
our conversation, you will learn how you can hold working hard an exceptional achievement whilst also 
understanding that it’s a hall of mirrors, a game you can never win. 

Still, work has a purpose, but real deep rooted enoughness comes from getting out of ourselves, and Julia 
shares how she’s navigating that process. We spend so much of our careers trying to be big, important, 
visible, impressive. So this idea of the shrinking self sounds really counterintuitive as a source of deep 
grounded well being. 

But Julia’s on to something. Before we dive in Welcome. I’m your host, Dr. Mandy Leto, ex investment 
banker turned executive coach. In every episode of Enough the Podcast, I’m in discussion with a guest 
whose life looks shiny and successful on the outside. And I want to go somewhere even more interesting. 

What is going on underneath that success? What are the struggles, the dark moments, the profoundly 
human challenges, both internal and external. We get real and we get messy, and I hope this podcast 
challenges how you view your own success. Speaking of real and messy, I drop us into the conversation 
where Julia is showing me the boot she has to wear for six weeks. 

She had just broken her foot a few days before we recorded on the way to have margaritas. So no more 
dancing or ocean swimming for a while. Let’s meet Julia. 

Oh my goodness. I hope that  happened doing something really fun. I know  I really need to sharpen my 
story on it. Like I feel like I need a bit of it. It was on my way to have margaritas. It wasn’t during or after. So 
anyway, nor did they solve the problem as I discovered. I’m sorry to hear that.  

Well, anyway, I wanted to dive in today and talk a little bit as a warmer upper. 
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I was reading an article in the Guardian this morning about the pressure that so many people feel to. Need 
to be special. This, this pressure to be exceptional as if somehow that is going to be the salve to make them 
feel enough. There’s this striving energy, this proving energy, this need to win exceptional. 

I’m curious, just as a Amuse bouche to start us off in this conversation. Has that ever been part of your 
experience, like this need to strive and push and be chronically busy and be exceptional?  

Julia: Um, the thing is, I really do like to work quite hard, like, like, because like you work is actually 
something like I’m followed my passions through my life. 

So for me to write and read and all those kinds of things and shape news and tell stories and deliver to an 
audience. I love doing that and I think I’ve always got a bit of a, I’m naturally pretty driven in that sense, but I, 
yeah, I, I do have a lot of reservations about that culture as, as I think it may be you’re about to get to. 

So, yeah, I do understand. the need to do the best you can with what you have. But I think that as time goes 
on, I’m more comforted by my own ordinariness than anything else, probably.  

Mandy: Well, that’s where I’m hoping we’ll get to at some stage. But it’s this, I was curious, as somebody 
who’s achieved so much and lived in so many different parts of the world, I suppose by all standards, we 
can call you a super achiever. 

Julia: I don’t think that’s right.  

Mandy: And I’m curious a little bit about the pressure of that and how you sustain yourself with the pressure 
of that to be in constant motion to be constantly doing. Tell me a little bit about that.  

Julia: Well, I think that because over the last, like, I really like jamming days and being hyperproductive and 
maybe there’s things about myself that I haven’t looked after in ways that I should have, like I find it difficult 
to single task and when I’m not well and learning how to rest, it’s actually something I’ve actually had to 
learn how to do in really strange ways. 

And that’s why I’ve written so much about the pursuit of awe and wonder, because it takes me out of all of 
that. It takes me out of the ticking clocks and the need to do other things, and it makes me observe the rest 
of the world, which I now find a very psychologically comfortable place to be in.  

Mandy: I speak to a lot of people in my coaching practice. 

I’ve been coaching for about 17 years. I had a big corporate job before that. Yeah. And I would identify as 
one of these. Hyper productive people who is in constant motion, whether it’s fueled. I never thought about 
what it was fueled by until later when I had to really assess what is that hot little motor that is driving me to 
push myself sometimes beyond my limits to a cataclysmic burnout. 

And observing this and a lot of the people who I support as well, the willingness to continue pushing, 
though the body is sending up red flares and saying like, you might want to rest, but there’s almost like a 
twisted pride in pushing through those red flags of being able to say, Oh, I, I don’t need much sleep. 

I don’t need much rest. I can just completely immerse myself. There’s almost like a badge of honor in that. 
There’s almost like a validation of that part of the self that like, I’m tough. I can hack it.  

Julia: Yeah. Also there’s a, there’s a pleasure in it. And especially if you’re like in the flow state. If you are 
in a period when you’re working to the point that you’ve, you lose track of time and you’re so completely 
absorbed and immersed in what you’re doing, that is an immense pleasure, I think. 

And I think that’s sometimes. what can push us to get to, I mean, I understand the negative of what the 
negative parts of what you’re talking about, but I think that what can get you there is the pleasure. And then 
after a while you’ve overcommitted and it’s because maybe you go, yeah, I would like, it’s hard to say no. 

And maybe you don’t want to say no. Cause all those different options sound really good. And then you find 
yourself at a point where you have to complete what you’ve started. And then you’ve got a certain level of 
expectation for yourself of. How you plan to do something, I over research everything. I’m extremely careful 
about all those kinds of things. 
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Like, I, I, I really wish that, I really wish that I’d had a kind of, like brand is an ugly word, but if like people knew 
me for things that I could dash off really quickly. And didn’t require any research or any work. Some of my 
friends have achieved this and it’s almost like the pinnacle goal. I’m into like really heavy painstaking research 
biographies of Queens or big investigations of institutions and domestic violence and all those things. I can 
be very intensive and demanding. And I think I put a lot of pressure on myself to get something right. Like 
if you’re in a job like journalism, you’ll push yourself because you’re covering a war or because you are 
uncovering corruption or, you know, systems that up a belief that uphold systemic violence against women. 

And it really matters to you to tell these stories and to get it right. And if you stuff it up, you feel like you 
have, you have an honored the trust that people put in you. to tell their stories and, and kind of deliver it to 
an audience. Because quite often for those people who come to journalists, there’s such a cost for them, 
but they have to hold on to the idea that there’s something important or something can change as a result 
of them telling. 

That work. So, um, I dunno, I think I come from a pretty, a family that’s driven by quite a Calvinist work ethic 
as well, which is you must contribute to the world and try to make, make things better for people, even if it 
comes at a cost to you. I think sometimes that can be a conflation of like a social hyperactivity thing, but also 
like. Earnest, hardworking, good people that are like people of the church or people who are in politics or 
people who are in their communities that spend their weekends in volunteering and at football clubs or at 
surf clubs or looking after other people because that gives them a, that, that’s what life should be about for 
them. But sometimes the trick is you get into those things and you can find yourself overwhelmed because 
you’ve committed to so much.  

Mandy: There’s so much in what you just said. First of all, I want to come back and touch on the lure the 
Seduction of being in that flow state when things are good they’re so good and it’s wanting more of that 
and being exactly in that sweet spot of I’m doing something that matters. 

I feel like I’m using my gifts for good. This feels good to me. I’m stretched. This is a little bit daunting. And I’m 
surprising myself how exciting, how good this feels, what is materializing.  

Julia: Yeah. And it’s also can be healing and distracting from other things you go through.  

Mandy: Yes.  

Julia: And people say, Oh, I just dived into work. 

Oh, they distract themselves with work. I don’t always think that’s a bad thing. I remember reading about 
Claire Tomalin, you know, who’s the author. She wrote, she’s written biographies of, um, Charles Dickens 
and other figures. And she’s gone through a lot of personal trauma, um, in losing husbands and children. 

And I remember her saying that she would just close the door to her study and just to send down those.  
Dickensian London, you know, and I remember going, you know, writing Queen Victoria biography after I’d 
gone through a breakup and I was opening another, the curtains to another world. And in I would walk and 
try to imagine like this, what would sound with those boots make walking along the street? 

What would have been blooming in the garden at that particular time? Why would she have had that 
thought? And there’s something. Really wonderful about the immersion in another world and immersion in 
other things that sometimes can actually think be really tremendously helpful.  

Mandy: I agree. And I think there’s something about, I did a really interesting episode with Dr. 

Anna Lembke who wrote. dopamine nation. And we talked about workaholism and how it’s just like any 
other addiction, whether it’s to porn or shopping or opioids, that we can become addicted to work. So I 
think it’s all this delicate balance. I agree that the people who are listening to this podcast will not say, Oh, 
well, I’ll just live in the ordinary world and I won’t work hard anymore. I think there is what Anna Lembke was 
talking about that there is a particular wiring in the brains of people who may become addicted to work. She 
said we’re all addictable. We just haven’t met our addiction of choice. So for her, it was romance novels. 
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And for definitely for somebody like me, it’s it’s work because there is that immersing oneself in a different 
world or writing for for me also is a way that I can you know, just close my office door and leave everything 
behind and immerse myself in a world. I had another podcast guest, Jessica Waite, who wrote this book. 

I don’t know if you’ve read this book or heard of this book, A Widow’s Guide to Dead Bastards. And she 
was talking about writing as a technology of healing. Which I thought was so beautiful. So I think there is this 
place where this Calvinistic work ethic and this, this desire for the flow state and maybe having a propensity 
towards workaholism. 

There is a sweet spot here, which I’m so glad you’re speaking to. Yeah. Because I think a lot of these things 
get a bad rep. And part of it can also be just understanding when it tips over into being maladaptive.  

Julia: Yeah, yeah. I agree. I mean, I think that, look, also I’ve had an atypical experience in the sense that 
when I’ve gone through really tough times, I can write, I can, like my last two books being about awe, 
wonder, grace is all the beautiful things. 

And when I’ve gone through, I’ve been really, really physically unwell. I’ve been struggling to walk. I’ve been 
in and out of hospital and I could, but I can cast my mind. On the best of the world and the best of who we 
are and that has been immensely sustaining and I’ve been so grateful for it and in that research. 

It’s not about because I think that, and especially as women were often taught to project authority and 
occupy space and all those things are good. Fervently support all those things, but we forget how important 
it is to feel small and when you’re really vulnerable, when you’re very ill, when you’re grieving, when you’ve 
had a tremendous loss, then you do feel small and yet somehow connected to every other living thing at 
the same way. 

So in the same way, so I was. I wouldn’t have seen that kind of writing as a way of, um, you know, achieving, 
achieving, achieving in a way I was tapping into something, which is, what is it that we feel when we’re 
sitting on a hill and we’re looking up at a vast canopy of stars? Like that is, that feels so good, but why? 

What about being on the edges of an enormous, of a vast sea or, you know, underneath like Californian 
redwoods or blue eucalypts or just enormous trees? There’s something that feels so good about being 
small and I think we underestimate the importance of like a shrinking self. As well, so that’s a random 
tangent, but that’s as if you knew I was  

Mandy: going there next because I think particularly in this society where we are taught, as you said, to 
take up space. And this links back to where we started with the guardian article about this need to be 
exceptional, this need to, to almost like big one self up and be important in the world and achieve, achieve, 
achieve, and not. Not that any of that is wrong. It can take us to very dark places. It can take us to burnout, 
illness, depletion, heartbreak, relationships imploding, all sorts of things. 

I mean, I’ve been there. I know you’ve been there. So there is a, there is a dark side. That’s what I talk 
about this maladaptive side to of, of this relentless doing even to our own demise in the pursuit of 
Extraordinariness in the pursuit of being exceptional. And actually one of the, I think one of the most 
profound things I found in both of your books was, and in your Ted talk as well, where you really messed 
with my thinking. 

And I watched it a few times and I stopped and I took notes and I wrote to one of my friends about, 
I’m like, Hey, you have to watch this Ted talk. And that doesn’t happen very often. You know, that a Ted 
talk becomes something that I share with friends and we, we start to discuss it because smallness. for 
somebody who’s been trained from childhood to be exceptional. 

Julia: Yeah.  

Mandy: Is it just, it was discombobulating for me because smallness somehow was linked with the lack 
of worth or the lack of visibility or whatever, the opposite to whatever I had been trained. And so many 
people who I work with  have been trained, but I know you’re onto something. It was because in my own 
exploration, in my own book, uh, there’s a lot around awe. 
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Dacher Keltner’s talk discussions about awe and I know you differentiate that from wonder which is we can 
get to in a minute, but that Really is something I want to dig into a little bit deeper because if it messed with 
my thinking I know it will mess with the thinking of a lot of people listening to that smallness the shrinking 
self Is actually a wonderful antidote to this persistent drive to need to be exceptional, which never feels 
enough. 

That’s the sucky thing about driving to be exceptional because it’s just puts one on a trajectory of what I 
call next thing. You nail the achievement, you get the thing and it’s like, it’s not what you thought it was. And 
then you think, Oh, it must be the next thing and the next thing and the next thing. 

And you kind of know, it’s a hall of mirrors. But it doesn’t stop you. So what’s the solution? Like you hit a 
brick wall or a burnout or a divorce or whatever else, and then there’s a reboot. But what if we didn’t have 
to reboot that way? Yeah. So talk to us a little bit about this shrinking self as an antidote or an alternative to 
this exceptionalism. 

Julia: Yeah. I think that, I mean, the shrinking self is really. Drawing tension actually is away from yourself, 
who you are, what you perceive to be achievement, what you would perceive to be success. Like just, just, 
just pull that to the side and pay attention to the world. Like have a look at what’s around you, have a look at 
the suffering that’s around you and try to comprehend and see what it is that you can or cannot do about it. 

Like if you really care about the world and. Pay close attention to that, but also pay attention to, I think it’s 
a sense of like, there is so this, I didn’t want to write in the way of going, you’re going through a hard time, 
you’ve got a terrible diagnosis, you’ve lost someone you really love, go and lie under a tree, right? 

It’s more like, what is it that makes you strong? What will give you strength? Because we all have so much to 
deal with. And it’s about a connection to the natural world. And if we’re connecting to the natural world and 
we are stopping and properly paying attention, To the astonishing world around us. We will find ourselves 
connected to ancient truths and ancient wisdoms that aren’t about ourself or accumulation of things or 
about an age a drive It’s and I think that’s what surprised me in writing about it all I was really trying to get to 
how had I been so sustained during this period that was so hard for me by you know going and looking for 
whales and sitting on the cliffs and Ocean swimming. 

So when, you know, astronauts talk, talk about the overview effects, they talk about the perspective that 
changes when you are, you know, flung up into space, or you have a really high perspective on things. And 
they go up and they’re mathematicians, they are usually engineers or teachers, and they come back and 
they’re poets and they’re philosophers and they’re philanthropists and they’re theologians. 

And it’s because when you can be up in space and put the earth behind your thumb and it’s the size of a 
pea. You realize how fragile it is, how small we all are, how much we depend on each other, and how little 
national boundaries kind of matter. So I think that smallness is about recognizing your common humanity 
with other people. 

And when people are exposed to or in a way that, that makes them feel small. So they have studies like 
group of people standing next to a T Rex skeleton versus people like standing in a corridor and the people 
next to the T Rex, you know, sign their names smaller afterwards. Those people who had been out walking 
through a grove of California and redwoods. 

As opposed to those who’d just been walking in some park, we’re more likely to help someone on leaving 
the park than those, than those who hadn’t. And I think the link to altruism and feeling small is a really 
good one, because you realize you can’t be too puffed up with your own stuff, because there’s so many 
spectacular people around you who are better at really, honestly, everything than you. 

And We’ve got so much to learn from each other and the earth in itself. So I think that smallness and 
altruism, um, I love that it is a doorway and I love that it’s a, it’s a psychologically soothing thing in a way 
to be able to sit around and. Notice if someone around you is in pain and needs a help and needs help 
to notice as Mary Oliver did a grasshopper eating sugar out of her hand to notice the way the birds come 
when you really sit on your front porch and watch to notice. 
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And, you know, in Australia and in many countries, when you have like aboriginal people of this land, first 
nations and Torres Strait Islander people who talk about listening to country and how important it is to listen 
to country. And that, and I obviously can’t speak for an ancient tradition. I’m not an aboriginal person, but it’s 
been explained to me as. 

you know, exactly that going out into this ancient land and being still and being silent. And if we’re too 
caught up in our own achievements and benchmarks and success and all the rest of what we won’t allow 
silence into our life. And silence is kind of a great. So I think I’m trying to draw a difference between a 
mental striving and a professional striving and something else that can happen like spiritually or on a more 
soulful level that makes you sit back and realize how much we have to learn from other people and how 
important it is that we protect this incredibly fragile earth. 

And how much it gives us the idea of biophilia, that we are a people that, that, you know, come from the sea 
and are innately part of the land and the need and the craving for the land is, and the ocean is, is, is, is in 
our bones and kind of runs through our veins. So the more we disconnect ourselves from it, the more that 
something is out of kilter. 

And I was remembering reading. One thing that had a really profound impact on me was reading about 
Rachel Carson. So she wrote The Silent Spring, which was in many ways kickstarted the American 
environmental movement when she wrote it in the early 1960s, which was about the impact that pesticides 
were having on, on the environment. 

The Silent Spring being, you know, the birds were dying and they couldn’t hear it anymore. It had a huge, 
they couldn’t hear their song anymore. It had a huge impact. And what got her through that time, because 
she was heavily criticized by the pesticide industries and by, By certain interests was the pursuit of wonder 
and she said the piece of writing she was most proud of. 

She wrote a few years earlier in 1956, which was how to teach your child to wonder. And I highly 
recommend you can still buy that now they’ve got it in current additions and it’s so gorgeous, but she has 
this one reference in it too, for she could whisper in the ear of the fairy godmother for all the children would  
be, they would have a sense of wonder indestructible throughout their lives. 

That they not be seduced by like alienated by things that are artificial. And then she says at the end, and not 
be alienated by, from the sources of our strength. And it was that, that was like such a penny drop moment 
for me. I was like, Oh, that’s right. We see. Or in the earth and all these things as an optional lovely extra, 
you might go on a retreat, you might have a lovely holiday somewhere and soak up some beauty. 

You might see a sunrise or a sunset, but actually this is what gives us strength. And that’s what we have 
to pursue. And I just think once you start to shift your focus to those things, you just become a bit less 
interested in yourself, honestly, I think that’s what happens. 

Mandy: I’m curious if you’re willing to take us there into a real tangible story of when you learned about 
phosphorescence and the importance of, of bringing and holding light in your life, understanding what 
makes you strong and using it in an applied Fashion. What comes to mind when I ask that?  

Julia: Well, it was kind of two parts when I went through a, like a breakup, which was really, really tough. 

And I do write about this in the book, which wasn’t actually to do with any being absorbed in anything. It 
was just a whole bunch of things, but I was really upset, really in shock and went and saw my, a counselor 
who just said to me that when he was a young man, I think it was Chilean, that someone had said to me, 
had said to him or like slapped him across the face, a mentor of his and said, listen. 

Because I called him once and I was like, I didn’t know how I’m going to get through this. I just don’t know 
how I’m going to get through it. You know? And he said that this mentor of his had said, no, now all the 
things that you’ve ever been told, all the hugs you’ve ever been given, all those books you’ve read, all that 
love you’ve been given, the plays you’ve seen, whatever it is that has filled you up. 

Now is the time you draw on that. And that really stiffened my spine because I was like, yeah, I do have a 
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reservoir of that. I had a very, especially my mother, who’s so full of grace. She taught me so much about 
love. And I have all of that sitting there. And you know what? Like I haven’t really got a choice right now, but 
I can, I can draw on that. 

And I went through a period then after I was diagnosed with cancer, which was about 10 years ago. And 
that’s why I wrote the book. Cause I wrote the book in the aftermath of that. And I’ve been thinking about 
all for quite a while, but I had been sustained by almost a practice of awe during this period by ocean 
swimming and all these things that I, I was really surprised by. 

I was like, how, how is it that this has all kept me going? Because it seems small and it wasn’t. It was 
absolutely huge. And to me, there was a lot of literature about happiness and how do you get a bit 
happier and what jobs make you happier and what relationships will make you happy. And we know the 
fundamental truth. 

You eat well, you exercise, you have important connections, important friendships, all those things are good 
balance of life. But I was like, but what about those times when you do not, when the world has gone dark 
and you do not want to get out of bed and you don’t know if you can, and you don’t know if you will. 

I’m just. The shades are over your eyes, the shades are over your life and everything narrows to a slit. It’s 
almost like you can just hear your heartbeat when you have those times of immense shock or grief or pain. 
And I, I just, it, it was like an incredible thing to me to realize that these times you can draw on like a light, 
that there are things that will glow in those moments of darkness. 

And I really wanted to pursue it. And, and, uh, to me, or as a really, useful word for a lot of things that draw 
us outside and make us stop and marvel at the world and feel small and You know, one of the ways into that 
for me was ocean swimming and it became a practice that, you know, diving into a pretty cold, not as cold 
as, you know, um, many other parts of the world. 

It doesn’t get below, wait, well, 14 degrees for me probably. So it’s fine. And I wear a wetsuit in summer a lot 
of the time, but just the daily ritual and the practice of it I realized was sustaining me in a way that was more 
than just the exercise and the banter and the getting me out of bed. Cause I’m not really a great morning 
person usually. 

And, um. Again, it was forcing me to pay attention and forcing me to like, like I just last week, I swam, my 
friend and I got stung by a blue bottle. They’re so awful. And he just got this big welt across his face. You 
can never see them coming. So we stopped at the headland and pulled back across. Is it a jellyfish? 

It’s like a man of war. Oh, that sounds even worse. Yeah, like it’s like, yeah, it’s like a jellyfish kind of, but 
they’ve got these long strings that come off it and it’s like a blob of air. Anyway, they’re really gross. Turtles 
eat them and they can come in clumps anyway, but it’s a really strong sting. And we were swimming back, 
then suddenly a turtle just rose up. 

As we were swimming back just in my local bay. And so I was like, huh, I’m just going to swim with this thing 
for a while. So we followed it around and it went down and back up again. And you can notice, and you can 
notice, like, I’ve been really interested in lately in the idea of slow looking. I don’t know if you’ve seen any of 
the stuff around that. 

So a lot of artists and art galleries are talking about just. Look at things slowly, sit and watch and observe, 
and you’ll be amazed at what you can actually pick up during it. So, um, I’m probably way off the track now, 
am I? You’re asking me for a moment. It was all caught up in that, in that period of being entirely glum and 
bleak and feeling horrible and feeling desperate and working out that there was this really quiet strength 
that I was getting from paying attention to the world. 

Mandy: I love the term reservoir for those moments and I think there’s probably a, an intentionality that’s 
required because I’ll tell you why I’m, I’m curious about this. Part of the, the book that I’m working on 
right now is we’re talking, I’m talking about certain practices that can bring us back to our felt sense of 
enoughness. 
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Our wholeness is always there. That doesn’t change it. It was always there from the beginning. It will, it will 
always be there to the end of our heartbeat, but our felt sense of it comes and goes when we compare 
ourselves when we get caught up in the maladaptive parts of striving and hustling and proving and all of 
that. But there are certain practices because. It’s something that we come back to and then we leave it 
again, and then we realize we’ve left the home base of the felt sense of enoughness. So there’s practices 
that we can come back to that can bring us back there with intention and with practice. So one of those Is, 
I’m loving this idea of the intentionality and building up this reservoir of I’m in this moment looking at this 
spectacular cherry tree in a full salvo of blossoms. 

Oh, amazing. Can you send me a photo of the cherry tree? Well, it’s coming. I just had this. This is a moment 
I had from last spring. We’re not quite there yet, but looking up at this. It’s, this is, it’s, it’s so fancy. I love 
spring. It’s fancy. It’s just like everybody’s brought out their, their Disney dresses and staring up at this 
incredible tree. 

And I remember thinking, I want to remember this. So I was taking this mental Polaroid of this moment, 
but then I didn’t do anything further with it. So I think what I’m loving about what you’re saying is the 
intentionality of reservoiring it, of keeping it somewhere tucked safe for. Future consumption in those 
moments when it feels bleak that we, we have this whole treasure trove of sensory experiences, whether 
it’s that cherry blossom tree or that amazing Indian food that we had the other night, or, you know, whatever 
it might be.  

Julia: I can revisit that. A concert we went to, a music festival, or like. Architecture, you can, you can see it in 
so many different ways, sometimes a protest, you know. And what I was interested in as well for my, for my 
book on grace on bright, called Bright Shining, was that when you do a study, um, you know, Dr. 

Keltner, Dr. Keltner and others did a study of awe across 26 countries. So 2, 600 people filled in these 
journals of awe. And I, they had to say what their most common experience of it was, and I would have 
really bet on nature. And it was actually seeing it in each other. It was seeing acts of great kindness, 
decency, generosity, courage. 

And overcoming of boundaries and that fact alone made me want to write about where is that, like what 
happens when we see those moments? What happens to the person who has that moment of grace? What 
happens to the person who witnesses? What happens to us collectively when we see that? Because so 
much about what’s happened on the public stage is devoid of it. 

So a practice too is training yourself to look for those things. And have conversations with those things, 
about those things, your kids, your friends, and that conversations about awe as well. So you’re like pinning 
them like butterflies, but without killing them to a board. 

Mandy: Think about a time we, I had a meal with some girlfriends not long ago. And it was one of those 
meals where, you know, you have to unbutton the top button of your pants because you’re eating too much 
and you know, you’re eating too much, but you just can’t stop. And you have that extra glass of wine and 
that point where you are laughing. 

So hard that no noise is actually coming out of your mouth and you’re sort of banging the table and it hurts 
so good in your stomach from that laughter, that kind of connection. You’re not thinking about comparing 
yourself. You’re not thinking about the size of your butt or your bank account or anything else. 

You are just in that moment. So present with those other people and thinking to quote Kurt Vonnegut, if this 
isn’t nice, I don’t know what is those moments. Yeah. Of connection. Tell, tell me a little bit about this, this 
concept of connection and friendship and how that saved you during some of those difficult times. 

Julia: Connection with friendship, I just can’t even imagine my life without it. And yeah. Men as well. I’ve got 
really close male friends, but the women in my life who have just lifted me up and made me laugh to one 
horse. And like, I, there’s some things I’m really terrible at in life. And I’m quite aware of that. And I haven’t 
always been great at picking romantic partners, for example, but same, I am fantastic at picking friends 
because I somehow, I just just. I’m blown away by them. And I did write in Phosphorescence about the idea 
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of Freud and Freuda and that idea of getting joy in when your friends. have happiness when your friends do 
well. And one of my friends got this big award and she’d set up like it’s been years working, setting up this 
center. There was a create teachers, creative writing to kids from under resourced communities, you know, 
and it’s so great. And it’s had such a big impact. And when she got this award, I just remember all day. 

She was like one of the Australians of the year just feeling so happy and and uplifted. I was like, man, this is 
such a great feeling. And then I came across the word Freud and Freuder, and I think that there’s so much 
that’s written about, especially female friendship that’s scheming and competitive. But if you go through life 
and pull the right people close to you, like it’s a stunning kind of. 

Relationship. It’s not a contract. You’ve never gone through a ritual together, but you will spend your lives 
holding each other up and cheering for each other. And my best friend from, we met when we were 10. So 
from all the way through high school, university, like she, we still speak every day and she just can’t, I just 
broke my foot. 

I would lift it in the air, but obviously I can’t. And she came and stayed with me and she’s been cooking, 
sorting out the house, making me laugh, giving each other grief. And it’s just part of the kind of fabric of my 
existence. I think I just can’t, yeah, I genuinely can’t imagine that connection and the laughter that that you 
have. And, you know, I had just, again, my friend was holding a birthday party for me on the weekend and. 
I had this really sore foot cause I just broken it and my stomach was hurting like, and, but then we were 
laughing so much in that lunch and being so ridiculous that I just kind of left on a cloud. And I’m not saying 
that anything that no one else. 

Do you know, doesn’t know, but I, but I do think you need to be deliberate about your friendships. You 
need to cut each other slack and learn when you need to forgive each other because that’s a lifelong 
relationship. Like, and I’ve had, you know, I’ve got very close friends I’ve met just recently as well, but it’s a 
fierce kind of loyalty and a fierce kind of love. 

My best friend has seen every single guy in my life. She’s, she’s kind of lasted through every single one of 
those relationships, you know what I mean? It’s like the difference between Parliament House and the Prime 
Minister. So she’s my Parliament House. I don’t know what I’m going with. What a great analogy. 

I do often wonder, like so many other people, like why we don’t make more films about that kind of love 
because it’s so Amazing. And I love seeing women in their 70s, 70s and 80s getting around and getting up 
to mischief and dancing and like having whiskies and  

Mandy: Life goals for sure. Life goals.  

Julia: Yeah. So, and he said, and you obviously have the same experience as well. 

Right. And that’s, you know, when, and I’ve had a lot of time in hospital beds and the people that come and 
we’ll see you there. They’re the people that have your back who don’t care if you’ve succeeded at a single 
thing in your life. And they just want to make sure that you’re okay. Yeah, and  

Mandy: I think this comes back to maybe the word Ordinariness is the wrong word and I haven’t put my 
finger on the right word yet but there’s something about whatever the opposite of the the persona or you 
know the and it’s not even that that’s bad, but it’s understanding that that’s just a part of who we are like the 
professional achievement related persona the one that’s striving and And the one that loves to work and 
the one that gets into flow and the one that wins the awards and all of that is fine and good. 

But as you said, that friend who has known you since you were 10, who has seen you in all of the opposite 
of that glitterati life, you know, all of your selves, whether it’s you throwing up or, you know, you. Dating 
another dud or whatever other situation like there’s also something real that I totally agree with you that that 
we don’t talk enough about that. 

We don’t celebrate that enough or see that as the big deal that it is. Yeah.  

Julia: Oh. And it’s powerful. Yes. Like you can almost feel untouchable in a sense, you know, like, and I say 
to my daughter, you know, like when you work on those friendships as in, you know, show them love, even 



mandylehto.com

when they’re driving you crazy and all the rest of it, you are building an army. That’s the people that will 
surround you. And, and, and hold you and it’s, it’s, it’s quite astonishing, actually,  

Mandy: there is a quote that I earmarked in bright shining and I also wrote it down and I have it on my desk. 
Some find themselves capable of the most astounding acts when they are broken. Suffering or grieving. 

Would you just speak to that in whatever emerges for you? It’s such a simple sentence, but it, like, profound. 
She doesn’t seem like doing it. She’s crawling. Hi! Oh, bless. Talk about adding comic value to, like, a super 
profound moment, Julia. Okay, I’m going to read the quote again.  

Julia: I was trying to work out what was happening. 

Do we need to do it again? Are we okay?  

Mandy: Some find themselves capable of the most astounding acts when they are broken, suffering, or 
grieving. Just say a little bit more about that. It’s so beautiful. I think  

Julia: there’s a myth of perfectibility and especially for what you were talking about earlier about people 
that kind of are driven or want to be exceptional or want to work really hard and do all the rest of it. 

You’re never going to get all there. Like you never, you can never be fully sated by that. By those pursuits. 
It’s a great thing to have. I’m not one of these people who say you get to your deathbed and go, I wish I 
hadn’t worked so much. I understand why that can happen, but I think that we shouldn’t underestimate how, 
you know, that it’s a pleasure to say I’ve worked hard and honestly, and I’ve really contributed to the world. 

That’s important. That’s important to do. And I don’t think we should underestimate it, but there are also 
times when you have something like. So when you’re going through a time of like immense grief, grief or 
horribleness, or then you can find or you can watch other people in the same position doing incredible 
things. I think that you’d speak about a point of wholeness before. I actually think I almost come from a 
premise now that we’re all, we are all whole and enough, but every human you meet is in some way A little 
broken. Absolutely! Right? You know, like. Wholeness  

Mandy: is the whole mess. That’s what I always say. Okay. 

Yes. Right? Like, It’s not a perfect egg that sits in your palm. Like, it is a junk drawer and it is magnificent. Like 
it’s all of it.  

Julia: Yeah. And sometimes, you know, like when we jump to judge people and I just think, man, the things I 
have done wrong before breakfast, the mistakes that I, you know, like, and I, I hope not to, I don’t know, let’s 
just say kill someone or just commit some mass egregious crime. 

Like, I don’t mean that, but I think that we have to accept that each of us has got our own frailties. Each of us 
might be like blindly reaching for the light in our own way. And we don’t always make it. We’ll let ourselves 
down, we’ll let other people down, but you can still see at that moment, just read a biography of any great 
figure in history and see their fundamental weaknesses they are always carrying and trying to overcome, 
but in the middle of it, they can be capable of incredible tenderness or magnanimity or generosity or 
kindness. 

And people witnessing that act can change the world. And I think that is something to hold on to. I’ve really 
learned a lot, I think, from people who are really broken. Think of all of the incredible music and words that 
Nick Cave has written in the thick of grief in his life. And he always talks about joy being kind of twinned 
with grief. That they’re somehow linked to each other and coming from it, each other. And that some of the 
most profound moments of creativity. can come out of transcending suffering and know that yes, we suffer, 
but in the thick of war, people can write songs and make music and play piano in the middle of a square, 
an empty square, and can dance and can write poems and can fall in love and that this is the big mess of 
humanity. And we have to understand that suffering can be part of it and brokenness can be part of it. And 
it doesn’t mean it will define us. It doesn’t mean it will end us, but it actually can open us up to a whole new 
level of compassion and understanding, not just of ourselves, but of other people. 
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And sometimes it’s a good thing to be stripped off. ourselves so that we can be more alert to what we see 
around us. And I think that’s what might be when the quote that you’re talking about. So when you say that 
in the midst of people can do astounding things when they’re suffering, sometimes it can be because they 
cannot, they can strike that note, that single musical note, and it didn’t other can’t say that sometimes it was 
enough to hear just one note beautifully played when it comes to music, they can understand that note, 
which is, which unites all of us. 

which is reaching for things that are better or looking at the moon or wondering about kind of how life could 
be. I think that’s what I actually have to hold on to. I think who we can be and the astonishing magic and 
enchantment that we can Speak of and understand and we’ve even in the midst of darkness and even in 
the midst of the pain, it seems to me to be such a fundamentally human and deeply beautiful thing. 

And if we don’t hold on to that, if we don’t hold on to our immense capacity for compassion, no matter what 
now immense capacity for beauty, then what do we have left? And in the times of my life when I’ve been 
most bereft, I have clung to those things, to the best of who we are and what we can see, like, like planks in 
a raft. 

And it’s, it’s borne me up in a way I will be grateful for forever.  

Mandy: What’s something you’ve recently said enough to and been better for it?  

Julia: Oh, like work you mean? I’m saying no, a lot to work at the moment. Too much. A lot of unpaid work in 
particular. Enough to gosh. What am I saying enough to right now? 

I think I’ve just, I think I’ve just pared back a lot of things. I like, just try not to do like a lot of unnecessary 
things. I really need, like, I do need to go out and I really need to dance. But if I’m going to create those 
moments in my life where I can be with my friends and I can do all of that, I’ve got to strip back, like worrying 
about other people’s expectations of me a lot. 

And people constantly asking me to do things that I might not necessarily want to. Well, we’re talking before 
about what is it that people, when they get to the end of their lives, you know, regret not saying or not 
doing. And I was so interested to read to this woman who was a chaplain who said at the end of her life. 

It said that the people in her, that the nursing homes, the aged care homes that she went to said that they, 
the number one thing is that they wish that enjoyed their bodies more and not about like, Oh, like the shape 
of it or whether or not it meets an ideal or just definitely falls short of an ideal as we’re all told, we always do 
all the time, but what we did with that, maybe skinny dip. 

So not available for that anymore. Oh, honestly, that’s what I’m saying enough to, and that’s an ongoing 
enoughness. Oh yeah, I’m enough with that, for sure. Oh yeah, no, I’m not interested at all in that. Um, I’m 
saying enough to having to meet other people’s expectations, which means my life gets so crowded. I can’t 
dance and do. 

Things with my friends. So of all the things those people spoke about wanting to do. And again, it was like, 
you know, making love and like nursing children. And like, but it was the number one thing was dancing. 
And I always wish that they’d danced more. So to create the times to do that, I have to say no more. And 
I know that’s a really cliche thing for, especially for women to say, but we have to keep carving out space 
for joy. and quiet and awe, I think. To fill the reservoir. You got to fill the reservoir and you can’t put a like a 
metric around that. Oh, today was a reservoir day. You know, like my word for this year, me and my friends, 
we always have like a word, we have a dinner party and that’s our word. 

And we write it on a piece of thing and put it in a jar. And then we talk about it at the end of the year. Mine 
was art and creativity. And you can’t put a time around nurturing yourself creative, creatively. But you can 
approach life in a way that you will actively seek it out and make sure that that’s something that you really, 
you know, you really need. I think I’ve said enough to saying I need to do boring things. I’ve said enough 
to saying that, Oh, or is something I can catch on a. Holiday or a weekend, if I wake up early enough to get 
the sunrise, which is not a lot. It’s about deliberately hunting and pursuing those things. And honestly, it’s 
changed my life so much. 
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Mandy: Julia, this feels like a nourishing bowl of warm soup on a cold day. I love this conversation. Thank 
you so much for taking the time. I’m so grateful that we had this.  

Julia: So to you. Thank you so much. It’s been a delight. And send me photos of the cherry tree. I will. I will. 
Yeah. 

Mandy: Something I have said enough to this week and been better for it is ignoring that taskmaster voice 
in my head that says I’m too busy and too tired for fun. So I took my kids aged 17 and 22 to see Lenny 
Kravitz live in London. It was a Friday night in February, on the tail end of some very, very full weeks. 

Part of me actually regretted buying those seats months ago, but I knew it was going to be fun and 
nourishing. So, I did a non sleep deep rest late in the afternoon, and off we went to Wembley. We danced, 
we sang our hearts out to American Woman, and I sang all the songs of my youth at the top of my lungs. 

I think my kids loved seeing that side of me. And I loved watching them soaking up the legend that is Lenny. 
We made memories. and the reservoir is full. All of Julia’s details are in the show notes. I cannot recommend 
phosphorescence and bright shining enough. They work beautifully as a pair, so get them together. 

And before you head off to fill your own reservoir, look for ways to do that today. Thank you so much for the 
reviews that have been coming in and for sharing the podcast with your friends and your family. And if you 
haven’t already, please hit the follow button so you don’t miss the next episode. Thank you for listening.

Let’s do this all again in two weeks.


